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Communion Meditation

I wonder how full and complete our understanding of what God has done for us in Christ Jesus really is?  It's nice to think that we have a good grasp of it all, but we have finite minds and limited understanding.  There is so much, I am sure, that we just don’t comprehend.

When we come to this Table, though, we have symbols that remind us of God's great love for us.  They remind us that God is merciful and good.  That Christ was willing to suffer and die for us, to free us from sin and death.  We may wish that we could understand God's mind, His intentions, perfectly.  That simply is not possible.  But we can understand enough to reach out and take the gifts of forgiveness and eternal life He offers to us in His love.  We celebrate the grace of God whenever we come to this Table. 

Let me read the words of this story as they are recorded in Matthew’s gospel.

Matthew 26:26-29 - While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body." 

Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom." 

Children of the Promise 

Romans 9:1-8 – I speak the truth in Christ—I am not lying, my conscience confirms it in the Holy Spirit— I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race, the people of Israel. Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen. 

It is not as though God's word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham's children. On the contrary, "It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned." In other words, it is not the natural children who are God's children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham's offspring.

There are a lot of thorny, difficult questions we might ask God - things that trouble us.  What happens to people who have never even heard the Good News of God's love in Christ?  What will God do with them in the end?  Why does God allow millions of people to suffer or to die because of famines, tsunamis and wars?  How is it that bad things happen to good people while monstrous people live in luxury, have lots of fame and lots of power?

People have wrestled with these kinds of questions for centuries.  Theologians devote their lives to working out reasons and arguments to try to solve such theological questions.  Sometimes their work can be very helpful, tipping the scales in favor of faith for some people.

Paul wrestles with a thorny question here in Romans 9.  Paul agonizes over the general unbelief of his own people, the Jews.  He even says he would be willing to be cursed and eternally damned if doing so would save them.  Remember, this is now decades into the Christian movement.  Most of the first followers of Jesus had been Jews.  They started the church in Jerusalem.  But as time went by the Jews, by and large, were left behind.  They did not accept Jesus as their Messiah.  The Gentile converts eventually far outnumbered the Jewish Christians.

How could this be?  Had God's word failed?  Think of the promises God made to Abraham and his descendants!  Think of the promises to David!  The Jews were supposed to be God's chosen people. How could God let His plan fail so miserably?

Paul suggests some reasons and explanations.  Look carefully, he says, at the Hebrew Scriptures.  Don't you see that there has always been a distinction between "national' (political) Israel and "spiritual" (faithful, believing) Israel?  Being a biological descendant of Jacob (also called Israel) does not necessarily make you a member of the "true" Israel, the Kingdom of God.  Look at Abraham.  Did the promised blessings of God come to all of his children?  NO!  Ishmael was not chosen, but Isaac was!  It was Isaac's children through whom the blessings came to pass.  What about Jacob's children?  Look at Jacob and Esau.  Were both boys children of the blessings?  NO!  It was Jacob through whom the promises came!  We can see from the Scriptures, then, that some people were God's chosen instruments, and others were not.  And the determining factor was not biological!  It was simply God's will, God's plan, God's choice.

I realize that this opens another whole can of worms -the issue of predestination vs. free will.  But we're going to have to put that discussion off right now.

No, let's get back to what is, for Paul, the big, heart-wrenching problem.  Most of his fellow Jews were not believing, not accepting the Gospel, not joining him in the growth of the church and the mission of the church.  Why, why, why?  How could this possibly be God's plan?

Part of the answer to this lies in the fact that God IS keeping his promises, but it is to the true Israel, those believe in Christ.  This true Israel is still being formed.  As people come to faith in Christ, they become a citizen of the Israel of God.  Sad though it may be, says Paul, many of these new citizens are not biological descendants of Jacob. God's word has not failed.  It is just being kept in a way we did not expect.

This is part of Paul's answer, anyway.  Did it console him in his grief about his unbelieving Jewish brethren?  I hope so.  But I am equally sure that Paul knew he did not have all the answers.  Neither do we.  Why did God choose Jacob over Esau?  The choice was made even before the boys were born, before they could have done anything deserving!  Why does God allow the tragedies we see and experience in life?  Why, in the distant reaches of eternity, did God ever choose to do anything at all?  The truth is that we just don't know the answers to these questions.  God has not explained everything.  Anyone who says he understands it all is either a fool or a liar!  We simply have to trust that God IS in control and that He will work everything out justly and fairly in the end.

Some people use these thorny, impossible questions as shields.  Unless God is able to explain all these things to their satisfaction, then they refuse to listen and respond to the Gospel.  I hope you are not doing that.  Instead of focusing on the things we do not understand, and that we will never fathom, let's listen - let's really listen!- and take seriously what God HAS revealed to us -His marvelous plan to save us from sin and death through the atoning death of his Son, Jesus Christ.

God calls!  Nevermind the Jew-Gentile issues of Paul's day or the confusing unfairness of this life.  God is calling you to faith in Him, into a new, loving relationship with Him.  Don't put up shields to hide yourself behind.  Answer God's call and surrender to Him!

Benediction

Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever.  Amen.  Ephesians 3:20-21

